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Successful Reading Instruction:
Orchestrating the Learning Environment
Taffy E. Raphael and James R. Gavelek
Michigan State University

Metacognition is a term that has
begun to appear with more and
more frequency in articles related to
instruction of reading skills. It has
been defined by psychologists (e.g. ,
Brown, 1982; Kendall & Mason,
1982) and educators (Babbs & Moe,
1983; Pitts, 1983; Wong, 1983) as
having to do with how students learn
to monitor and make decisions about
the use of strategies for comprehending text, as well as what students
understand about the process of
reading (Canney & Winograd,
1979). Suggestions for teaching
specific metacognitive skills have
included strategies for writing good
summaries (Day, 1980), strategies
for generating questions about texts
while reading (Palincsar, 1984), and
strategies for identifying information sources for answering comprehension questions (Raphael,
1982). General suggestions for principles underlying this instruction
have been proposed (Brown, Campione, & Day, 1981; Brown &
Palincsar, 1982), guides such as (1)
instructing in the significance of the
skill being taught, (2) instructing
explicitly in the planning, checking, and monitoring of skill use, and
(3) modeling the thinking or
decision-making underlying the application of strategies under a variety of appropriate circumstances.
Duffy, Book, & Roehler (1982) suggest that teachers should specify the
"what, how, and why" - what skill
is being taught, how it works, and
why it is important. They have
demonstrated that when teachers'
instructions include such information, students' knowledge about instructional goals and strategies for
reaching these goals is enhanced.
Understanding the relationship bet-

ween goals, or ends, and the
strategies or means for reaching goals
is fundamental metacognitive
knowledge (Paris, 1978).
The research described above has
been a valuable addition to our
knowledge base about teaching
specific metacognitive strategies.
Underlying this research is the
assumption that the more aware
students are of strategies, the more
likely they will apply such strategies
to develop into skilled readers,
students who have learned how to
learn. However, this "transfer" of
strategies to other settings has yet to
be widely realized. One possible
reason for this lack of transfer is that
while students may understand and
apply individual strategies, they still
do not have the "big picture" of the
learning or reading process and
what factors will influence their
selection of these learned strategies.
But what would we teach them about
the factors in the learning/reading
process? A working framework for
teachers which would provide a
useful conceptualization of factors
which can influence learning from
text is needed. This framework
could then be used as a guide for
helping students to become, at least
implicitly, aware of how different
factors can interact to make a given
reading task easy or difficult, to
guide their selection of appropriate
reading strategies. We will begin
this paper with a rationale underlying the framework we propose, then
will describe the specific areas, and
finally consider educational implications.

WHY DO WE NEED
A FRAMEWORK?

Researchers have often focused on
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models of reading to explain the
reading process. These models have
been valuable in their descriptions of
what may be happening during
reading, but they do not begin to address all the external or contextual
factors which may influence the
reading process, and in fact, learning
in general. These factors involve who
is doing the learning and in what
social context, what is being learned,
why the material is to be read, and
how the process would best proceed.
In the early grades, it generally is the
teacher's responsibility to provide
most of the orchestration of these four
classes of factors, directing their
students towards successful learning.
They select the materials according to
what they know of their students, then
provide orienting instructions or
directions to enhance the likelihood of
their students reaching a goal set by
the teacher or by demands of the curricula. Most students learn to follow
directions during this phase in their
schooling, trusting the teacher as a
guide towards success in school. As
students move upwards through
school, much of the orchestration can
and should be transferred to them.
While the teacher will continue to
establish the instructional goals, often
the material and the strategies by
which they are met can be selected by
the students. It is possible that many
students who have been taught
various strategies for learning from
text are unable to select appropriate
strategies because they have not
learned how factors in the learning
context may interact, making a
strategy effective in one particular
situation, but not in another. Another
possible explanation may be that relationships between strategies or means
and their respective goals have not

been made explicit by their teachers,
(Duffy, et.al., 1982; Durkin, 1978-79).
Regardless of cause, students who
cannot orchestrate their learning environments are often identified as
having poor study skills - they have
not yet "learned how to learn." The
number of colleges and universities
that offer well-subscribed courses in
study skills is testimony to the fact that
"able" learners (who at least were accepted for college) may not have
mastered skills in learning to learn.
What needs to be done is to instill
in the learner a sense of who he or
she is, why he or she is learning, the
effect of the materials on learning,
and how to select the best strategies
for learning to occur. Without this
knowledge, it is more difficult to
recognize some of the cognitive and
social constraints on learning and to
work around or within them. As
Winne and Marx (1982) state,
"teachers influence students by
causing them to think and behave in
particular ways during reading"
(1982, p. 493). What they are suggesting is that the learning of any set
of skills does not necessarily result
from direct instruction. Often the
teacher must serve as mediator;
through his or her own actions and
thoughts ("thought-aloud"), he or
she can imply aspects of a process to
which students should attend.
However, to imply a process, the
teacher must be explicitly aware of
its component parts. The following
framework describes in detail the
knowledge students must come to
implicitly understand.

A FRAMEWORK
FOR INSTRUCTION
Our framework for thinking about
orchestrating the learning environment is an adaptation of a model proposed by Jenkins (1979), and discussed by both Bransford (1979) in
describing human learning, and by
Brown, Campione, & Day (1981) in
describing instructional research (see
Figure 1). This framework divides into
four distinct areas: the characteristics
of the learner, the materials to be
learned, the criteria! task or the goal
of the learning, and the orienting
tasks or the strategies and learning
activities by which materials can be

FIGURE l

Characteristics of the Learner

ledge of criteria! tasks, of the many
goals in a learning situation and what
variation in these would imply for
learning. This form of knowledge
would suggest that, to a child, preparing for a test on space travel would require reading differently than reading
about space for pleasure.
In addition to the knowledge base
of the learner, the teacher should also
consider the specific skills of the
learner in such areas as reading,
writing, and listening. These skills extend beyond mere physical capability
(though this is certainly a part of it) to
such skills as comprehension and
word analysis. For example, reading
skills can include linguistic competence - knowing the relationship
between sounds and symbols, knowing how syntax can narrow the
possibility of words in a sentence, and
understanding the meaning of what is
read. It can also include skills in applying word attack skills such as
phonics generalizations, structural
analysis, and the use of context clues.

Why is it necessary to know who the
learner is? It is obvious, perhaps, to
state that knowledge of the learner is
critical for the selection of strategies,
goals, and materials. How the
learners begin studying those
materials should be a function of their
learning styles, preferences, and
capabilities. It is difficult, if not impossible, to consider learning or
reading and not first the learners or
the readers.
Characteristics of the learner refer
to those facets which are a part of the
learning abilities of the child. These
factors range from the students'
knowledge states to the social milieu
and peer relationships they experience. A teacher needs to consider
several aspects of the students'
knowledge state. First, there is
background knowledge, the world
knowledge and base of experiences
the learner has had. Second, there is
knowledge about materials, an
awareness of differences between
having a comic book about space invaders and a science chapter on
space travel, and how these differences should be reflected in the
way in which the reading process is
approached. Third, there is know-

The teacher should also, when considering the learners' characteristics,
include general ability. All other factors being equal, we often observe
that some students will perform at
higher (or lower) levels than others,
regardless of knowledge and specific
skills. In addition to knowledge, skills,
and general ability there are important social aspects of the learner.
These include attitude and motivation, as well as responses to home and
school environment and the
knowledge of the rules that operate in
these milieu. A student who has a
healthy attitude towards learning,
who is likely to ignore negative peer
or home pressures, will probably
have an easier time learning than a
child who misses the bus daily and
does not work unless someone is enforcing on-task behavior. A home environment that demonstrates the importance of learning in general will
probably be more facilitative of learning in school than a home environment lacking in these qualities.
Similarly, children who understand
the social structure of the classroom,
who have a place of security within
that structure, and who find support
from their peer groups towards learn-

Framework for Understanding
the Reading Process

WHO

WHAT
best understood. These areas represent an attempt to conceptualize and
categorize a myriad of factors which
influence learning and reading. Most
important, however, is the recognition that none of these factors operates
in isolation. It is the interaction within
and across these four areas, within the
broader social context of the
classroom, that describe the learning
process.
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...
ing will benefit more than students
without these qualities.

Criterial Tasks or Goals of
Learning

At this point one might argue that
it is unrealistic to be expected to
keep track of all such in any
teaching situation. That is exactly
the reason for suggesting that one
think in terms of the "who." Skilled
teachers develop an intuitive feeling
about what can be subsumed under
this heading: knowledge, skills,
ability, attitudes, and social constraints; and it is this awareness that
is so necessary to orchestrating an
effective learning environment.

The third concept is quite
straightforward. In discussing the
criteria! tasks and g<.als, we are
really considering why the learning
process is occurring. This is the purpose for which the student is
reading, reacting to a film, etc. This
can involve a test situation or learning for pleasure, setting a goal versus being non-directive. Within the
notion of testing, the learner may be
asked to perform in a variety of formats, from multiple choice items on
standarized tests to the same format
used in their classrooms, to short
answers or essay questions. The
learner may have as a goal only that
he or she enjoy the task or be able to
report generally how a given time
period was spent. Other goals may
involve memorizing a poem for a
school performance, learning lines
for a play, constructing a kite from a
set of directions. Goals may be set,
or the task may be non-directive.
The former is represented by examples above. The latter may occur
when a child selects a book and
begins reading, does not report on it
in class, but merely enjoys it for its
own sake. In summary, the goal or
criteria! task in this framework
represents the why of the learning
situation.

Nature of the Materials
A second grouping of factors
which influence reading are the
materials, or the what of learning.
Materials can vary primarily in two
dimensions. The first is modality:
oral or written, or a combination of
the two. Items can be purely visual
as with a book, magazine, filmstrip,
or picture. Often, materials are
some combination as in movies with
sound, oral explanations using
overhead transparencies, or filmstrips
with accompanying cassettes or
records.
The second dimension in which
materials vary is format. This is best
explained by example: written
materials can be comic books,
games, content area texts, basal
readers, library books, etc. Oral
materials can be popular records or
tapes of lessons. In other words, format involves differentiation of
materials within modalities or across
modalities often surrounding a
single topic. A student may be asked
to report on animals and have as options for gathering information,
materials from a record of animal
sounds to a textbook on classification of animals, to a movie or comic
book. Depending upon both style
and modality, some materials will be
easier to handle than others.
In terms of the relationship between the what and the who, a simple example may be that some
children prefer getting information
from a movie, while others may
prefer to read about the same information in a book.

Orienting Instructions and
Learning Activities
If the teacher has a feeling for the
who, the what, and the why of a
given learning situation, he or she
usually tries to structure the learning activities so that the students are
successful. In other words, the
teacher is orchestrating these factors at either an individual or more
likely at a group level. This orchestration is demonstrated by the
type of activity he or she selects to
have the students use in the situation
and the type of directions he or she
uses to direct them to complete the
task successfully. Orienting activities are those that occur when
learning is first taking place. These
can be other-directed or selfselected by the learner and can vary
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in detail from statements to the
learner to "Pay attention, this is important," to directions of a more
specific nature such as "There are
four main points in this story. First
cross out all details that are in the
story more than once. Next, cross
out any detail that is not important to
making the story make sense. Then
try to substitute one word for any list
of words. From the sentences left,
try to decide which are the four that
are most general and still important
to the story."
Part of pre-school children's
background is that almost all of their
experiences have been with incidental learning, learning that occurs because of its inherently meaningful nature. This is in contrast to
intentional learning, that which occurs for less immediately relevant
reasons. It is only when students
begin school that the majority of the
information they are asked to
remember is primarily because they
will have to recall it for some later
task. This will not be natural to
learners until they realize that learning is important just for the process
of accessing and gaining knowledge.
Orienting instructions such as "pay
attention" signal the need to
remember this information at a later
date, while more detailed instructions specify how the learning
would best take place.

The Interaction
Although each of the four areas
described within this framework
were introduced in isolation, no one
should be considered as operating
independently of the other three. In
fact, any interaction of all or some
combination of variables is
necessarily incomplete. The reason
this is the case is clear when you examine some classroom settings.
Consider the case of the teacher
who recognizes that he or she is
dealing with a student of average
ability who has a great deal of
knowledge about dinosaurs. Further, our teacher knows that the
child has available to him or her,
knowledge of the use of note-taking
for enhancing his or her ability to
remember important information in

the text, and can therefore count on
the child to handle more than one
source of information. Thus, our
teacher provides a variety of trade
books with pictures and texts about
dinosaurs. The only element not yet
considered is the purpose or
criteria! task to which the student
must respond. It seems that quite
different learning strategies would
be desired depending upon whether
the criteria! task involved a casual
report to the class, a project for a
science fair, building a replica of a
dinosaur, or reading about dinosaurs
to a group of kindergarten students.
The selection of one of these tasks
will affect the activity the student
engages in spontaneously or from
teacher instruction, and the type of
learning that will take place.
Other examples of the need to
consider these factors as interactive
are plentiful in any classroom. Obviously the background knowledge,
interest, ability, and motivation of
the student will always interact with
the other points proposed. While it
may be a myth that poor readers
who barely read primary materials
or workbook pages can read advanced books on motorcycles, most
teachers have seen children select
and understand individual stories or
texts that would appear, on the surface, to have been too difficult.
Teachers also probably recognize
that some students can remember
relatively easily if the information is
presented orally, but consistently
misunderstand written directions, or
some who read written instructions
to find something hidden in the
room, but are unable to follow a map
to the same item. Such interactions
are the rule rather than the exception. The complexities brought
about by their consideration,
although numerous, should not immobilize the teacher or the learner.
To summarize, the framework we
have presented consists of four
discrete classes of factors which 'influence learning, though consideration of these factors in isolation is
limiting. The point to be made is
analogous to the situation faced by
many classroom teachers who would
prefer to individualize their reading

programs, but who recognize the
difficulty of doing this given the
logistics (e.g., number of students,
quantity of subject material to be
covered) of their classrooms. As a
solution to the problem, teachers
often group students who are similar
to prevent becoming overwhelmed.
Analogously, given the range of factors that interact in their effect on
learning, even the most competent
of teachers resort to grouping these
factors; this framework serves as a
conceptualization for grouping that
information which must be considered in instruction. In turn, these
factors and their interactions can be
modeled for students by such means
as having students read the same
text for two different goals.

Educational Implications
Much as teachers should be guided by an implicit model of reading
(Pearson & Kami!, 1979), so should
teachers be guided by an implicit
model of learning (Bigge, 1982).
The tendency in traditional teacher
education has been to introduce
learners as progressing through
"stages" such as reading readiness,
prereading skills, and finally
reading. Failure to succeed at a
given level is then attributed to factors within the child (i.e., the child
is not "ready" to begin), that the
child has not reached a specific
level or stage in his or her development. The present framework supports a "contextual" view of learning reading skills introduced as
early as the 1930's (Gates, 1937),
and proposed more currently as well
(Morgan, 1983). While developmental differences are important, these
developmental concerns are only part
of who is learning and are thereby inextricably interwoven with the complexities of the learning task.
In this manner of conceptualizing
learning or, more specifically, the
acquisition of reading skills, we see
the process as initially resting largely within in the control of the teacher
that as decision-maker, the
teacher is responsible for determining what learning activities should
be invoked for and by the learner.
Yet with development and instruc-
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tion, we see this responsibility for
decision-making gradually transferred to the learner. What this means
is that early in the course of instruction, the teacher orchestrates the interaction of the four points. He or
she must decide that for a given set
of students, specific instructions
would be most effective when conducted with a particular set of
materials and for a specific criteria!
task or goal. Eventually, however,
the learner must acquire the facility
to make such decisions, to spontaneously use strategies to reach a
prescribed goal.
In short, the goal of instruction
should be that the learner become
implicitly aware of the factors which
can affect learning and be sensitized
to the possibility that these will interact. This process of being able to
monitor or control the learning process termed "metacognition"
(Brown, 1975; Flavell & Welman,
1977) may provide some insight into
how we can improve students'
awareness of strategies that could
make the learning process easier
and more efficient.
In considering the processes by
which responsibility for learning is
gradually transferred from teacher
to learner, two points need to be emphasized. The first is that not all of
these factors are equally open to instruction by the teacher or to selfregulation by the learner. For example, it is unlikely that the teacher
could or should create major
changes in the child's inherent
abilities (though some, such as
Feuerstein, 1980, might take issue),
home environment, or cultural
background. However, the teacher
could certainly provide motivation
for reading a particular article
through pre-reading discussions
(e.g., Hansen, 1981), field trips,
and other incentives. Another area
not often open to manipulation is
that of materials required by the
school system for use in the
developmental reading program,
yet the teacher can adjust these to fit
her students (Beck, Omanson, &
McKeown, 1982), as well as provide
supplemental sources such as
movies, filmstrips, and trade books

from the school media center.
Similarly, with respect to the constraints placed upon the learners,
while they may be unable to change
their innate abilities, they nevertheless may be taught to accurately
assess their own states of knowledge,
and determine which learning
strategies to apply. As Johnston ( 1982)
has stated, we should be more concerned with stressing teaching
students strategies for comprehension, than teaching them to comprehend specific materials. This, in
effect, is what is meant by improving
students' metacognitive awareness.
While at times learners may have little
to say in terms of what they are to
learn, they can and indeed should be
taught to understand what strategies
work for them most effectively, given
the materials they must face and their
goals.
The second point to be stressed is
that this framework should be seen
as a guide for organizing the wealth
of information available concerning
the instructional goal of building independent learners, ones who have
learned how to learn. In this manner, it is not a framework to be
taught to students, but rather, can
serve as a guide for constructing
enough situations for learners to
begin to recognize how to use certain strategies to optimize their own
learning. While initially the teacher is
at the center of the framework, to succeed in our own goals for instruction,
eventually the teacher as decisionmaker must be replaced by the student.
REFERENCES

Babbs, P. J., & Moe, A. J.
Metacognition: A key for independent learning from text. Reading
Teacher, 1983, 36, 422-437.
Beck, I. L., Omanson, R. C., &
McKeown, M. G. An instructional
redesign of reading lessons: Effects
on comprehension. Reading
Research Quarterly, 1982, 17,
462-481.
Bigge, M. L. Learning theories
for teachers. New Yark: Harper &
Row, 1982.

Bransford, J. D. Human cognition: Learning, understanding,
remembering. Belmont, California:
Wadsworth Publishing Company,
1979.
Brown, A. L. Learning how to
learn from reading. In J. A. Langer
& M. T. Smith-Burke (Eds.), Reader
meets author/bridging the gap.
Newark, Delaware: International
Reading Association, 1982.
Brown, A. L. Campione, J. C., &
Day, J. D. Learning to learn: On
training students to learn from texts.
Educational Researcher, 1981, 10,
14-21.
Brown, A. L., & Palincsar, A. S.
Inducing strategic learning from
texts by means of informed, selfcontrol training. (Tech, Rep. No.
262) Urbana, Ill.: Center for the
Study of Reading, University of Illinois, September, 1982.
Canney, G., & Winograd, P.
Schemata for reading comprehension performance (Tech. Rep. No.
120). Urbana, Ill.: University of Illinois, Center for the Study of
Reading, April, 1977.
Day, J. D. Teaching summarization skills: A comparison of training
methods. Unpublished doctoral
dissertation, University of Illinois,
1980.
Duffy, G. , Book, C. & Roehler, L.
A study of direct teacher explanation during reading instruction.
Paper presented at the National
Reading Conference, Clearwater,
Florida, 1982.

Gates, A. I. The necessary mental
age for beginning reading. Elementary School Journal, 1936, 37,
497-508.
Hansen, J. An inferential comprehension strategy for use with
primary grade children. The
Reading Teacher, 1981, 34,
665-669.
Jenkins, J. J. Four points to
remember: A tetrahedral model of
memory experiments. In L. S. Cermak & F. I. M. Craik (Eds.) Levels of
processing in human memory.
Hillsdale, N. J.: Erlbaum, 1979.
Johnston, P. Improving children's
ability to comprehend written
discourse: Teaching strategies to
learning strategies.
Paper
presented at the National Reading
Conference, clearwater, Florida,
1982.
Kendall, J. R., & Mason, J. M.
Metacognition from the historical
context of teaching reading. Topics
in Learning and Learning
Disabilities, 1982, 2, 82-89.
Morgan, A. L. Context: The web
of meaning. Language Arts, 1983,
60, 305-314.
Palinscar, A. S. The quest for
meaning from expository text: A
teacher guided journey. In G. Duffy, L. Roehler, & J. Mason (Eds.),
Comprehension instruction:
Perspectives and suggestions. New
York: Longman, Inc. 1984.
Pitts, M. M. Comprehension
monitoring: Definition and practice.
Journal of Reading, 1983, 26,
516-523.

Durkin, D. What classroom observations reveal about reading comprehension instruction. Reading
Research Quarterly, 1978-79, 14,
481-533.

Raphael, T. E. Teaching children
question-answering strategies, The
Reading Teacher, 1982, 36,
186-191.

Flavell, J. H. , & Wellman, H. M.
Metamemory. In R. V. Kail, Jr. & J.
W. Hagen (Eds.), Perspectives on
the development of memory and
cognition. Hillsdale, N. J.: Erlbaum,
1977 .

Wong, B. Y. L. Understanding
learning disabled students' reading
problems: Contributions from
cognitive psychology. Topics in
Learning and Learning Disabilties,
1982, 1, 43-50.

Feuerstein, R. Instructional
enrichment. Baltimore: University
Park Press, 1981.

21

